While consumer research has frequently visited the fantastical search for escape from everyday life, this story (part autoethnographic, part fictionall the characters and incidents are the author's creation) documents a solo consumer's spirited desire to escape from beyond what quotidian life affords, and society's sometimes unwelcome gaze, in a more sombre and hermit form than has previously been explored. The story plays on immersion, narrative transportation, and parasocial imaginings around a prolonged binge-watch marathon and coping with the existential isolation, a resource in constant need of replenishment.
I've always loved reading books -when I was a young boy, my mum used to walk me to the public library near my school and I would daydream about reading every text in there. Thirtythree years later, my love affair takes me to Lenny's book shop, situated in-between a cluster of quirky independent cafés. Lenny came to Northern England as a child, when his parents escaped civil conflict in Turkey and he inherited the store from his father. The book club meets once a month. This evening, sitting in the cosy, candle-lit back room we transgress to debate the merits of book to screen adaptations. It finishes with Sophie speaking of the subtle messages being overlooked for the more lurid aspects in the TV adaption of Atwood's The Handmaid's Tale. Substituting the camera for the written word is met with universal disapproval from the book club collective, but I harbour a secret. I find myself watching more than reading.
Leaving through the shop's front entrance, and I feel a strong inclination to reach for something to read from the treasure trove of Lenny's pristine second-hand collection, neatly arranged by the arched wooden door. As I wander home, book in hand, through the nearby park on this late, dusk evening, the tall oak trees overseeing the park perimeter try to hold off the taunting darkness. My thoughts immediately jump to winter, inadvertently skipping past autumn.
Winter's imminent arrival means I can hibernate, be reclusive, relatively guilt free.
What I failed to admit to the club, and now I'll own up to, is aside from a quick journey to Waitrose for weekly food supplies, book club is the first time I have ventured out of the house in days. Despite the over-time rate, I declined semester three teaching. Instead, I've been watching a lot of TV. Not simply limited to the box nestled in the corner of the living room, I'm streaming shows on my laptop and phone, watching around seven hours a day.
Consequently, I have become less of a people-pleaser. The invite to Mark's 40 th birthday party was promptly declined. The walking club can jog on. The council letter, dated five weeks ago, detailing 'drastic action required' on the upkeep of my allotment has ominously been ignored. In fact, the only social commitment I keep, is book club. It's my only interaction, some weeks.
As a middle-aged singleton, I find myself being ever more individualistic. I see fewer people, and I'm guilty of making less effort. Friends are married with children, many are divorced with children, and I decided some years ago, after a wretched double-dose of heartache, that Amy Winehouse was right, 'Love is a Losing Game'. The last relationship, her final words haunt me like a phantom presence. As the rain hammered on the car roof, my break-up protests went unheard. She slammed closed the car door, and as the raindrops collected in her blonde hair, she pointed furiously at the car -from inside my lip-reading techniques were tested to the limits. I picked up some expletives about driving a two door, climaxing with, "your bumper sticker should read… selfish bastard on board". Was she right?
My relatively self-centred, care-free lifestyle, remains alien, and perplexing to my friendship groups. In fact, my single status is the subject of roundtable discussions at dinner parties, camp fire chats at festivals and with mates gathered in the pub, usually when I've gone to purchase the next round. Ironically, overhearing this acts as a catalyst for further selfwithdrawal.
There are times when singledom self-inhibits me from engaging in activities, especially when they are observable by others. Cinema is a passion of mine. I once managed a 12-screener in the South-West of England. Having been privy to management meetings, CEO briefings and endless emails about the 'bottom line', 'For the Love of Film' tagline seems disingenuous. Too often the multiplex exists to sell you a super-sized, sugary soda, and a gargantuan box of popcorn at pumped up prices. To extract the last morsels of money from your purse, they charge extra for an unkempt VIP seat, possessing dubious claims of 'extra leg room'. I've tried to cleanse myself from the multiplex experience, and tend to frequent the city's arthouse cinema. Last time I looked, they weren't showing Harry Potter in 11 of the 12 auditoriums. In case you're wondering, the remaining screen was reserved for the film, 'Day After Tomorrow' -a ludicrous ice-age thriller filled with clunky dialogue.
In my not-inconsiderable experience, cinema is built on duality. Day and night. Solo Cinemas serve up problems for the solo viewer. Firstly, the rows of seating are assembled evenly. Perfect for visiting couples, awkward for the lone patron. Requesting seat one on aisle E is met with plausible distain. The seller unashamedly informs me, "the seat next to you will go unsold, now". Nevertheless, the aisle seat would allow for my hastily 'already planned exit' the precise moment the end credits start to roll. Like a police line-up, god forbid affording any couple an opportunity to see me, captured in the florescent lights of the foyer, to be fingered as "the solo screener". "It was him officer, he was on his own". As the screen door softly closes behind me, the auditorium is bathed in bright lights, and my entrance is greeted by a quiet intake of breath, signalling the group-think of the audience, "he's on his ownsomething must be wrong with him". Upon entering the couples' zone, Wire is so complex, it required my full participation and the box-set format was its natural home. There is no tidy, formulaic, redemptive episodes -nothing is ever wrapped up neatly. I had reached season three in no time. TV viewing was forever changed -self-scheduling my own escapism. Up until recently, three successive episodes had been my absolute maximum.
However, this was about to change.
I was lecturing at 9.00am to a class of final year students, and attendance was surprisingly good, given that it was a cold, bleak morning. Roshon was lurking, and I was aware of his presence, as I wiped clean my frequently criticised hand-writing from the whiteboard. Roshon was a thin, eleven stone or so with brown eyes and black hair in straggly wisps. Was he going to ask if mobilisation of co-created resources was an exam question?
Surely, not another discussion on the distinction between tribes and neo-tribes? Actually, Roshon was seeking advice for his upcoming assessment day at a prestigious London introducing the possibility of a reality that is different to one's own. Wonderings about all of the opportunities I rejected to progress in the way that I have, and all of the relationships that could have been but never were, had driven the experience of an isolated binge-watch.
Surrounded by a sense of interrogating the existential "opportunity costs" of my current life trajectory, this set in motion a chain reaction of rumination and further imaginings that reflected a curiosity that may never be satiated.
One of the episodes, I lost count, likely around 4.00am, was incredibly powerful, and emotionally charged. Draper poignantly pitches the carousel slide projector to Eastman Kodak executives. "This device isn't a spaceship, it's a time machine. It takes us to a place where we ache to go again," he says, using the carousel to switch to a photo of his daughter, Sally, sitting on his broad shoulders, moving to a picture of his wife, Betty, holding a baby, to another of him carrying his bride over the threshold, which he says is "to a place where we know we are loved". The emotion is heightened, as he rushes home to discover a vacant house. This scene, echoing emptiness, and desolation was reflective of my non-stop binge ride. I posted on Twitter, not expecting anyone else to be binge-watching Mad Men at the same time as me.
I was wrong. Eleven people, living in varied and remote locations as far-flung as Osaka, Japan and more locally, in Cumbria, liked the tweet and a conversation with other Mad Men He sits alone, on the stairs, looking dejected. I can relatesat on my couch, chilling alone, feel exhausted and reflective #binge-watcher #MadMen devotees ignited. Rebecca was a fellow laggard to the Mad Men fraternity and her follow-on tweets expressed her desire to acquire some cultural capital, before a university reunion.
Rebecca had drifted away from her university friends, but Mad Men was her contingency conversation -giving her something to say at dinner, and acting as a useful deflector from the open interrogation of her life. She had tried Breaking Bad, but the once milquetoast high school teacher was hard to empathise with. She had turned back time and visited the 1960's, instead. This was Rebecca's first, of many connections that morning, and more followed over the coming weeks and months.
Rebecca kept me posted on her Mad Men adventures and was always ahead of me in the race to the finish line. I was watching at a more cerebral pace, clocking up a few episodes each day. In sharing Mad Men updates, a small collective formed, existing on a virtual, somewhat proximal level. This Mad Men tribe shared a real and observable consumption of a likeminded devotion to the show, and others, noticeably Game of Thrones. However, we were naturally isolated from one another. While, there were no desired collective rituals, or struggles for unity, we engaged with each other, like we do with our onscreen heroes, in a way that mirrors and reflects the distance between one another. Rebecca encouraged me to cheat on my beloved Mad Men and watch other shows. First up was the Scandinavian thriller, Hi. I watched that episode last week and felt a alone too. On Series 3 now. How is the binge-watch going? #MadMen #binge-watcher
The Bridge. Rebecca also pointed me towards The Guardian, where a Mad Men blog lives.
Each episode is dissected with fan care, passion and precision and reading the comments below illuminated the viewing experience. The blog has a long-tail, and late one evening, after the climax of the season four finale, I posted:
Don's pitch to the cancer foundation was amazing, along with his critique of tobacco companies appeal to sell teenagers adulthood and rebellion -conformity and nonconformity in one easy package.
To my surprise, people liked the comment and someone responded with antimarketing rhetoric, serving as a natural accompaniment. Sharing and camaraderie, on Twitter timelines, fan blogs and Facebook groups means you don't have to Netflix and chill alone.
The freedom, and opportunity to self-schedule our consumption patterns, doesn't necessarily mark the death of the water-cooler moment. There is a new water-cooler, living on-line, constantly alive, welcoming those late to the party to join the final celebrations. Now, I'm happy to say, I'm no longer in the office with Don Draper and that adventure ended satisfactorily, some months ago. Instead it's eight o'clock on a Saturday night and I've returned to the cinema. I'm sitting in screen seven, waiting for the latest Guillermo del Toro adventure to come on screen. As I wait in anticipation, my phone pings. An alert informs me a new season of Narcos has just dropped and I find my fingers swiping it away. I no longer have the same urge or appetite to binge-watch… Rebecca will be back soon, she has gone to buy us some popcorn to share.
